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Abstract 
In our recent study we used photo-elicitation to assist us in deepening our understanding of the experience of substance use for 
adolescent girls.  We also attempted to position problems such a substance use not within the psyche of the individual but rather 
as a sociocultural response to identity challenges found in adolescence.  It is the relationship between individual users and this 
broader context that is still minimally understood.  We highlight two main findings: a) how arts based methodologies can reveal 
deeper knowledge of meanings in context and, (b) how certain research methodologies can influence clinical practice.                 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
For the last several decades, psychology has been preoccupied with scientific research borrowed from the natural 
sciences.  This has resulted in a wealth of research related to human behaviour and experience but at the same time 
has tended to ignore other methodologies borrowed from philosophy and the arts.  In our recent research project we 
attempted to use arts based approaches, in particular, photo-elicitation, in order to assist us in deepening our 
understanding of the experience of substance use for adolescent girls.  The research question, how does involvement 
with certain illicit drug use shape processes of identity construction in adolescence, guided our interviews.  In our 
analysis we relied heavily on social constructionist theories that emphasize intersubjectivity [1] and explore cultural 
resources to understand the self in context.  Also noteworthy was our return to the work of early phenomenologists 
when it comes to sensing and experiencing through the environment and some philosophers‟ contributions to self 
and other, specifically deferrance and relational ethics.   
 
We also attempted to position problems such a substance use, not within the psyche of the individual but rather as 
a sociocultural response to identity challenges found in adolescence. While there is an abundance of epidemiological 
research on drug use among adolescents, there is an identified need for research that looks at substance use as it 
relates to other aspects of the lives of the people involved, rather than in isolation [2, 3].  From our review of the 
literature, we concur with Wilson, Dasho, Martin, Wallerstein, Wang, and Minkler [4] that “although risk 
behaviours are often seen as matters of individual choice, the decision to participate in these behaviours is set within 
a broader societal context” (p. 243).  It is the relationship between individual users and this broader context that is 
still minimally understood.  We highlight two main findings: a) how arts based methodologies can reveal deeper 
knowledge of meanings in context and, (b) how certain research methodologies can influence clinical practice.  
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2. The research process 
Our overall curiosity centered around the following research question: how does involvement with certain illicit 
drug use shape processes of identity construction in adolescence?  We knew through our previous work and research 
experiences that engaging youth meaningfully would require something beyond traditional interviews – particularly 
since we are adults with whom they had no prior relationships.  This is what initially led us to consider the use of 
photo elicitation in our study [5].  However, we soon came to learn the value of arts-based methodologies in relation 
to both the depth that can be achieved in qualitative inquiry and our research question in particular. 
 
We provided our participants with digital cameras and two weeks to document their responses to identity-related 
questions.  We met with them one-to-one, dialogued about their images with them, and repeated the process with 
two more questions.  We intentionally selected questions that we anticipated would make room for the dynamic 
nature of lived experience to enter the conversations: such as changes over time, interpersonal relationships, and 
even imagination.  Our interest in these aspects of experience emerged from our foundation in social constructionist 
theories that emphasize intersubjectivity [1] and explore cultural resources to understand the self in context.  Also 
noteworthy was our return to the work of early phenomenologists when it comes to sensing and experiencing 
through the environment and some philosophers‟ contributions to self and other, specifically deferance and 
relational ethics [6,7]. 
 
3. Photo elicitation in qualitative research about identity co-construction 
Each of the participants interpreted the task differently, and the conversations that ensued varied greatly.  This, 
we came to realize, was a valuable outcome of such an arts-based approach to inquiry.  As phenomenologists such 
as Merleau-Ponty [8] highlight, engaging in artistic endeavours allows for (indeed requires) a relinquishing of 
control that we are less receptive to in other aspects of our lives.  This makes space for engagement in which the self 
ceases to be central, and other dimensions of the relational dynamic can be more readily attended to. 
 
The images facilitated this posturing towards events, experiences, and identity in three important ways.  First, 
they were in the room with us, in a concrete sense.  Rather than sitting face to face with our research participants, we 
sat side by side, and our conversations were mediated by the images in front of us.  This allowed conversations to 
unfold in a comfortable way – speaking about what the images represented seemed to be a safer way for participants 
to share their stories than simply opening up in the first person about what „I think‟ or „I feel‟.   
 
Second, because of the symbolic and metaphorical nature of images, conversations were able to move in a more 
nuanced and considered direction, since many of the experiences shared may not have been fully developed 
conscious thoughts.  In fact, as we underwent an informal „analysis‟ of the images together with our participants, 
several of them experienced insights that had previously not been clear to them.  This supports the notion that „art-
as-inquiry does things”, which arts-based researchers have long been asserting [9]. 
 
Finally, both the content of the images and the circumstances under which they were taken were intricately 
embedded in stories.  Narrative theorists emphasize the role stories play in identity construction, in that the meaning 
we make of events is in part constituted by how those events fit within the larger narratives of our lives [10].  When 
participants shared the stories around their images, conversations naturally moved away from deficit-oriented self-
analysis to a more narrative and relational interpretations of their experiences of self in context. 
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4. Implications for clinical practice 
While there is an abundance of epidemiological research on drug use among adolescents, there is an identified 
need for research that looks at substance use as it relates to other aspects of life, rather than in isolation [2, 3].  From 
our review of the literature, we concur with Wilson, Dasho, Martin, Wallerstein, Wang, and Minkler [4] that 
“although risk behaviours are often seen as matters of individual choice, the decision to participate in these 
behaviours is set within a broader societal context” (p. 243).    
 
Positioning problems such as substance abuse as a sociocultural response to identity challenges experienced 
during adolescence, rather than features that exist within the psyche of the individual, potentially complicates 
clinical practice.  The learning from this study does not translate directly to traditional, individual-focused theories 
of change.  What might clinical practice that considers the self in context look like? 
 
4.1 Relinquishing Control 
 
As mentioned above, surprising and exciting insights can take place when relational engagement is taken 
seriously.  Relationships are sometimes discussed in practice literature as a „technique‟ through which clients can be 
manipulated to change in the direction deemed positive by the practitioner [11].  However, for genuine reciprocity to 
take place, the humility to which Abrams [6] and Merleau-Ponty [8] refer is required.  As in our research 
conversations, this means one interaction will look very different from the next, as will the outcomes of those 
interactions.  For instance, one of our research participants interpreted the photography assignments as artistic 
endeavours, took hundreds of photos, and began identifying with her artistic self in a way that extended to music 
and drawing.  Another found the artistic aspect of the photography very difficult to connect with, and instead used 
the camera as a means of documenting her life and the important people and items in it.  Each of these participants 
understood the role of drugs in their lives very differently as well: one had resolved to overcome the use of drugs 
while other was striving to manage it amidst the other demands in her life.   
 
The important point here is that if we had assumed an „expert‟ position and made clear a desired outcome, we 
would have co-opted our participants‟ stories in a way that denied them the ability to engage deeply in their own 
processes and narrate their own outcomes. 
 
4.2 Looking Beyond Problems 
 
One of the refreshing aspects of the conversations we had with our participants was the fact that they were not 
deficit-centered.  While the struggles that lead to and stemmed from substance use in their lives certainly made their 
way into the conversations, their behaviour was understood as responses to their experience, rather than individual 
characteristics [12].  Not only does this make room for the inclusion of strengths in the discussion which can then be 
extended upon and supported, but by viewing problems as events rather than characteristics, the possibility of 
moving beyond them is more likely – which is a much more hopeful perspective when it comes to change processes.   
Appreciative Inquiry [13] and other strength-focused approaches employ such a perspective, although addiction 
support is still largely deficit-focused [2].  It is important to clearly declare that we are not proponents of harmful 
drug use.  What we are advocating, however, is that positive change does not readily occur when people‟s lives and 
identities are reduced to a single, narrow, deficit-bound category.   
 
4.3 Using Photo Elicitation within Clinical Practice Itself 
 
A third possible implication of this study is the fact that the methodology itself – photo elicitation – can be 
incorporated into clinical practice in an effort to make room for novel experiences within counselling relationship.  
Indeed, one of our participants emphatically remarked that she found the process of engaging in the research 
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healing.  The use of photograph elicitation in clinical practice can open up the counselling relationship to bring other 
aspects of the clients‟ lives into the room and the conversation – decentering the self and honouring the relational 
and co-constructed nature of their struggles.   
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